December 1, 2007

To Whom It May Concern,
In addition to the statements we presented to your panel in a meeting on October 27, the Afghanistan Reference Group is submitting three written documents for your consideration.

Established in September 2007, the Afghanistan Reference Group is a group of Canadian civil society organizations and individuals interested in peace, justice and development in Afghanistan. Its purpose is to facilitate information sharing among interested agencies, elaborate joint positions on particular issues, conduct research to inform policy dialogue and advocacy opportunities, educate the public and engage the Canadian government in regular dialogue on its aid priorities, foreign policy, and defence strategies for Afghanistan.
Each of our three papers are within the 10-page limit for submissions to your panel. In these submissions, we address a number of considerations fundamental to Canada’s current and future humanitarian, reconstruction and stabilization support for Afghanistan. Therefore, they go beyond an analysis of the options outlined in the panel’s terms of reference. 

Below please find the first out of three papers, focusing on security and peace. It was written by Mr. Gerry Ohlsen (Group of 78) and incorporates contributions from Ms. Peggy Mason (Canadian Peacebuilding Coordinating Committee – CPCC), Mr. David Lord (Canadian Peacebuilding Coordinating Committee), Mr. Ernie Regehr (Project Ploughshares), Mr. John Siebert (Project Ploughshares), Mr. Graeme MacQueen (McMaster University), Ms. Surendrini Wijeyaratne (Canadian Council for International Cooperation).

Sincerely,

Stefan Lehmeier


Peace and Security:  New Directions in Afghanistan
Introduction

Military intervention in Afghanistan has led to a progressive deterioration in the security situation in that country and the region without bringing an end to the threat to Western countries and others of terrorist attacks carried out by al-Qaeda or its Islamist allies.

The authors and endorsers of this paper believe that a re-orientation of Canada’s engagement in Afghanistan is urgently needed away from an emphasis on securing an increasingly costly and improbable military victory and toward the restoration of  security for the  Afghan people.

Real and sustained security for Afghans and the region will depend on negotiating and implementing a comprehensive, multi-dimensional peace process that Canada and others must encourage and support politically and materially. 
Resolving the armed conflict and building a sustainable peace will ensure that Afghanistan is no longer vulnerable to exploitation by extremists bent on carrying out acts of international terrorism.

The wealth of Canadian political and diplomatic experience and the experience of our civil society experts in negotiation, mediation, grassroots peacebuilding, governance and democratic processes is a considerable resource we can offer Afghans to help them craft political solutions that will last. 

We can also politically encourage and support Afghans, drawing on people and experience derived from the 63 UN-led peacekeeping operations and the handful of UN-authorized, but not UN-led, peacekeeping, peace support and crisis stabilization operations since the end of the Cold War. 
The way forward in this process will be long and arduous and it has already begun in an ad hoc way. A more systematic approach would likely require careful pre-negotiations, followed by complex, multi-level negotiations supported by a broad range of national and international facilitators and peacebuilders.  Sooner, rather than later, foreign combat missions will have to be replaced by a robust, UN-mandated peace support operation.  Conclusion of a peace agreement will still only be a beginning; it will have to be implemented. Building and rebuilding institutions that Afghans can trust will have to incorporate solutions derived from the peace process for accommodating the interests and concerns of majority and minority Afghans. Giving new processes and attitudes to mediating conflict and managing political social and economic change a chance to take root and flourish will take time -- generations, not years

The Situation

Far more than a localized insurgency in the south, Afghanistan faces an unresolved civil war between the Taliban-Hekmatyar factions and the former Northern Alliance (now the United Front), with which the government in Kabul is seen to be allied.  This divide, even though less deep on the societal level than the political one, has led to widespread targeting of ordinary Afghans because of their ethnic or religious identity. 


Most critically, the 2001 invasion to oust the Taliban and destroy El-Qaeda bases has lead to a progressively deteriorating security situation that is spreading throughout the country. On June 12, 2007 the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), which has had an uninterrupted presence in Afghanistan since 1987, gave a press briefing entitled “Afghanistan: three decades of war and no end in sight”.  Their statement emphasized that the conflict had “significantly intensified” and had spread over the previous 12 months. It was no longer confined to the south, but was affecting parts of the east, west and north. Civilian losses, particularly due to the use of tactical air support by coalition forces, have continued to mount and have become a major factor in alienating the Afghan public from both the coalition and the Karzai government which it supports. The September 21st, 2007 Report of the UN Secretary General to the Security Council states that 2007 is turning out to be the worst year in security terms for Afghanistan since 2011, with an average of 548 insurgent and terrorist-related incidents a month--a 20-per-cent increase in violence since 2006.  According to Paul Rogers of Bradford University, “there is a widespread and bleak consensus among NATO commanders: unless there is a significant change in policy, foreign forces will remain in the country for decades, tied down in bitter counter-guerrilla operations.”
The roots of this growing disaster lie in the failure of the international community to appreciate the nature of Afghan society and the internal conflicts and complexities that existed at the time of 9/11 and that have intensified and been further complicated by the presence of external forces clearly allied with one side in the unresolved civil war. There have been no peace real negotiations, much less comprehensive negotiations involving key parties to the conflict.  The southern Pashtuns, the largest single tribal group in Afghanistan, have been conflated with the Taliban, who were in turn lumped in with Al Qaeda. Both were left out of the negotiation of the 2001 Bonn Agreement, which created Afghanistan’s governing bodies, and the 2006 London Conference that created the Afghanistan Compact.  The core governance systems of modern Afghanistan were developed by a narrow group of foreigners, with only limited Afghan presence and influence. The lower house of the National Assembly, which has the power under the new Constitution to ratify treaties and international agreements, was given no role in developing or approving the Compact.

No provision was made in the Bonn Agreement for a coherent framework for peace implementation.  The UN was initially confined to a narrow humanitarian coordination role, while key peacebuilding tasks were parceled out to a series of lead nations unequipped to handle them (UK – drug eradication; Germany – police training; Italy – the judiciary; Japan – Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintergration, USA – the new Afghan military.)  When election planning ran into serious problems, the UN role was expanded to include it.  The Afghan government-led coordination mechanism established under the London Compact (Joint Coordination and Monitoring Board) is too unwieldy to be effective.  Key activities take place completely outside its orbit, such as the Provincial Reconstruction Teams, each one unique to the international military force that created it.

Regionally, Afghanistan has long-standing conflicts with Pakistan over support for factions within Afghanistan, relations with India, the border, ethnic issues and the transit trade.  Iran is a vital economic partner for landlocked Afghanistan.  The issue of Taliban insurgents receiving safe haven in the tribal areas of Pakistan is inextricably intertwined with fundamental issues of governance in those areas. These are political issues that will not be resolved militarily, yet no serious attempt has been made to bring these parties to the negotiating table.

Just as the international political leadership in Afghanistan is fragmented, so is the military effort. From the beginning there have been two distinct and fundamentally incompatible military efforts: the US-led Coalition, Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)–led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). The Coalition, whose primary mission is defined as counterterrorism and counterinsurgency, and which enjoys freedom of action under the United States’ assertion of its right of self-defense, came to Afghanistan to ensure first the security of Americans from al-Qaeda and then of the Afghan government from the insurgency. ISAF’s mission is to help the Afghan authorities provide security according to the Bonn Agreement, relevant UN Security Council resolutions, and a bilateral agreement with the Afghan government. 

ISAF was meant to be a robust peace operation loosely modeled on those deployed in the former Yugoslavia and Kosovo. It was to have been deployed while a comprehensive political settlement was worked out but, during the critical immediate post-conflict phase, when the Taliban government had been routed, ISAF was only mandated to operate in and around Kabul. This gave the US-led OEF freedom of action in the rest of the country to track down Al Qaeda and Taliban insurgents, operate on the basis of overwhelming force and make deals with local warlords, putting the security needs of ordinary Afghans constantly at risk.

In July, 2006, under relentless pressure from an American government seeking to free up  troops for Iraq, ISAF expanded into the south, where the conflict had been growing in strength.  The result was that it too was sucked into the counterinsurgency quagmire.
Getting out of the Mess: Beginning a Peace Process

In the 1990s more conflicts were ended by negotiation than in prior decades. Between 2000 and 2005 this trend continued and there were four times as many negotiated settlements (17) as there were military victories (4)  In 2006, two conflicts ended, seven were in full peace processes and 27 were positively affected by partial processes. Nevertheless, concerted efforts to support a peace process in Afghanistan have been elusive.  This is as true now as it was in the 1990s, when the UN attempted to intervene among the different factions but lost momentum to the Gulf War.      

UN peacekeeping was never meant to replace the central tool of conflict resolution – the negotiated settlement. “Traditional” peacekeeping was based on a negotiated ceasefire agreement and a separation of military forces, which the UN peacekeepers would monitor to allow a window of opportunity for the negotiation of an overall comprehensive peace settlement. Post-Cold War “comprehensive peacekeeping” broadened the scope of the military peace operation to encompass all the actors and elements necessary to help the parties implement a comprehensive peace settlement. 

The starting point is the negotiation of a comprehensive peace agreement that addresses all relevant issues and seeks to lay the political, security and socio-economic foundations for a sustainable peace.  This includes the disarmament, demobilization and reintegration into civil society of former combatants, the strengthening of the rule of law (police, judges, courts, penal system); technical assistance for democratic development, including notably the holding of free and fair elections within inclusive political structures; improving respect for human rights, reform of the military, rehabilitating economic infrastructure and, ultimately, when the situation is sufficiently stabilized, promoting sustainable development.  Particularly important is the identification of mechanisms and procedures, down to the grass roots level, to allow the post-conflict society to find the right balance between justice and reconciliation.  Impartial and expert third-party facilitation is a key element in the success of this endeavor.

A comprehensive peace agreement presupposes that all parties to the conflict will be involved in the negotiation.  This will include all the various factions engaged in the conflict (government and rebels, all sides of the civil war).  There may be some “irreconcilables” but, if there is to be any chance of success, they must be kept to a minimum.  The more factions left outside the negotiation, the less chance of the peace holding.  Such negotiations also must be informed by an inclusive consultative process down to the grass roots level if it is to replace elitist, exclusionary forms of power-sharing with pluralistic, inclusive and responsive political institutions and mechanisms.  Similarly, there will be a number of external parties actively aiding one side or the other, possibly with military forces within the country. These external actors are involved for a variety of reasons relating to their own perceived interests.  A framework expressly designed to resolve these issues is an essential part of the negotiating process.

Tailoring the Process to Afghanistan

A negotiating process for Afghanistan must be designed to take into account the nature of the country and its traditions, most particularly those related to conflict resolution.  Central to this is the tradition of negotiating with one’s opponents while actually engaged in armed conflict.  This tradition stands in sharp contrast to the posture of the Karzai government as well as that of the Canadian government and its allies, who refuse (in varying degree) to negotiate with members of the Taliban who have not “put down their weapons”.  
Clearly this is untenable; political dialogue among the Government of Afghanistan and its allies in the Northern Alliance, most elements of the Taliban, Hekmatyar and other opposition groups has already begun and is essential to resolving the conflict.  An inclusive process means one that works both at high political levels and for local communities; it must include all ethnic, religious, and minority groups in Afghanistan.  Similarly, it must provide a role, both locally and nationally, for Afghan women and for Afghan civil society.  Space must be made as well for refugees in other countries and members of the diaspora.

To lay the groundwork for a successful comprehensive peace process, systematic “talks about talks” are likely to be necessary. Parallel prenegotiations with both Taliban and Hekmatyar leaders may be required. Drawing distinctions between those elements of the Taliban inextricably and ideologically linked to Al Qaeda and those largely Afghani Talibs with whom negotiation is possible, as they are prepared to address their grievances against the government politically, may also be a pre-condition for larger movement.  Negotiations with the Taliban must take into account the legitimate concerns of the Tajik, Uzbek, and Hazara communities.  At the same time, separate contacts may be required with the former Northern Alliance leaders to address concerns about the Taliban being involved in a peace process and a possible successor government. 

Apart from the necessity of engaging the full range of Afghans in the process, it will be necessary to draw in its neighbors, particularly Pakistan and Iran, but also Afghanistan’s neighbours to the north – Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan.  The issue of Taliban insurgents receiving safe haven in the tribal areas of Pakistan is inextricably intertwined with fundamental issues of governance in those areas. All of these issues must be brought to the negotiating table.  Beyond the region, much work lies ahead to draw all those of the external actors engaged in Afghanistan—the ISAF troop contributors, the UN Security Council, particularly the Permanent Five, and other UN,  regional and non-governmental organizations—into the process at the appropriate time.

Moving Forward: What Now?   

What is needed now in Afghanistan is not another backroom deal forged by elites to save their political hides.  Yet this is what will happen if a new direction is not taken by the international community.  What is urgently needed is a UN-supported, broadly-based political dialogue in Afghanistan engaging all sectors of society and communities of interest.

While the UN may or may not be the lead entity in the peace negotiation process, and UN-led “blue helmets’ may or may not provide security assistance during the peace implementation phase, only the UN Security Council can mandate a multi-dimensional peace operation under UN civilian leadership to oversee and facilitate implementation by the parties of the peace agreement. In other words, only the UN can mandate a political framework legitimizing international action, within which governments need  to identify and agree on their areas of action and on specific activities within those areas of action, identifying how those support the overall strategy. Equally important, only the UN can even notionally lead the overall peace implementation process, if only because no other single entity is acceptable to the international community.

However the peace negotiation proceeds, it must be accountable to the people that have suffered the brunt of conflict.  It should ensure that justice mechanisms are addressed, discourage blanket amnesty clauses, include strong weapons control and disarmament, demobilization and reintegration provisions for former combatants and be backed by a robust international commitment.  As it proceeds, such a process would address the needs of the internally displaced and refugees, taking into account the potential for future movements.

As the process goes forward, community-level peace-building will be needed to resolve localized disputes and conflict and to support reconciliation and social cohesion within and between communities. Inter-ethnic and inter-group dialogue is needed, as is the strengthening of capacity in mediation, negotiation and conflict resolution techniques.  Afghan civil society and women’s groups have an integral role to play here. 

Canada’s role

Canada has made an extraordinary commitment to Afghanistan, perhaps as much by accident as design.  Hundreds of young Canadians have been killed or scarred forever by that commitment.  Billions of dollars have been spent. The prospect, if we continue on our present course, is for more of the same.  That need not be.  It is time for Canadians to give new direction to that commitment, to infuse it with political energy and tangible resources to support Afghans in the pursuit of sustainable peace.

If Canada wants to exhibit international leadership, there is a vacuum when it comes to the constructive and responsible promotion of a political settlement in Afghanistan.  This is not being done.
Canada can and should take the lead among our NATO allies, with the United States, with (and within) the UN, with regional governments, with the Afghan government and with the Afghan people in helping to shape a comprehensive peace process.
Equally importantly, we should provide the very considerable political and material support that this process will demand, as it begins to gel.

At the military level, Canada can lead in preparation for the redirection of ISAF from its current role to one that reflects its original intention, to be a robust peace support operation deployed to facilitate the negotiation and implementation of a comprehensive peace agreement.

Among Afghans, Canada can support and facilitate the creation of conditions favorable to inclusive dialogue and negotiation, providing, for example, technical and financial resources to Afghan political actors, women and other civil society members, to permit them to participate effectively.  The CIDA and Foreign Affairs’ Stabilization and Reconstruction Task Force offers an existing vehicle for this purpose.
Canadian civil society organizations also have roles to play in supporting capacity-building and skills development in both government and civil society organizations, and in supporting grass-roots peace-building through conflict-sensitive community development initiatives.
It is time for Canadians to renew their commitment to Afghanistan, not as a combatants, but as a builders of peace, security and justice in partnership with the Afghan people.











1

